The Surgeon General, 1 the Institute of Medicine, 2 and the Association of American Medical Colleges 3 have called for better education of physicians in terms of caring for patients with disabilities. While such an effort should necessarily be comprehensive and pervasive throughout the curriculum, 4 all medical educators should consider how disability issues can be addressed in their existing coursework. One way that is surprisingly rich and provocative is a single 2-hour session I developed for preclinical students organized around a remarkable DVD: "Outside-In." 5 "Outside-In" presents a performance by Axis, a mixed disabled/nondisabled dance troupe. Victoria Marks, a professor of dance, is the choreographer. The dance, set to an insistently sensual beat, touches on issues of connection, contamination, sexuality, and identity for individuals with and without disabilities. It challenges assumptions often made about individuals with disabilities, such as the inherent difficulty of their lives, their lack of sexuality, even their mobility restriction. The DVD highlights aspects of the social construction of disability while not wholly rejecting the medical model. 6 The structure of the teaching session is either small (10) or large (50-70) groups of first-year medical students. After an introduction, I show a segment from the DVD, and then facilitate a brief discussion. This process occurs 5-6 times throughout the allotted period, and concludes with a wrap-up summary. Whenever possible, a disabilities-rights advocate from the community or a physician with experience working with patients with disabilities also participates.
We examine several themes. The first, based on the work of Garland-Thomson, 7 is staring and the clinical gaze. Because of the way the DVD was filmed, often students are not initially aware that some of the dancers have disabilities. When they make this realization, they reinterpret their initial reactions. This "revisioning" facilitates a discussion of how disability becomes a lens through which all aspects of a person are filtered. It also encourages students to think about various ways they look at the other, especially the visibly different other, in patient care settings.
The next issue we consider is fear of contamination through contact with the different other. 8 Although disability is not literally contagious, a pervasive theme in the video is "contagion and transmission," represented by persistent sneezing, coughing, and breathing on, versus "connection and intimacy," symbolized through kissing, touching, and embracing. These interactions between dancers raise intriguing questions about whether we see individuals with disability as sources of fear, to be avoided just as we might avoid a person with an infectious disease; or whether interactions between individuals with and without disabilities offer opportunities for connection and caring. Such discussion helps students become more aware of their reactions of empathic distress (pity, fear) or empathic identification (connection, willingness to see self in other).
We also investigate the meaning of the DVD's title. Who are the outsiders and who are the insiders in a disability context? Who has shaped the world in their image? One funny scene portrays "wheelchair choreography," with a nondisabled dancer trying to make sense of the outline for a wheelchair dance. Next, a dancer with no legs attempts to fit his hands into the outlines representing the dance steps for a nondisabled dancer. These compelling images encourage reflection on how we can recalibrate boundaries 9 between outsiders and insiders in the doctor-patient relationship, especially with regard to patients with disabilities.
One unanticipated problem is the persistent seduction of triumphalism, the need to "defeat" adversity. I am struck by how often students glorify the skills of the disabled dancers, speaking of them as "inspiring." While given the technical and artistic expertise of the performances, such approbation is not misplaced, it also enables a discussion of how excessive admiration of individuals with disabilities can restrict their full humanity as much as denigration and avoidance.
Student evaluations of and feedback about the session are generally very positive. This superficial experience represents only a small step in addressing the real need to develop comprehensive longitudinal curricula focused on disability issues. However, incorporating this unusual teaching strategy has proven to be engaging to learners and stimulates interest in this critical topic.
